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x-archive-meta01-description: In the Arctic, sea ice extent fluctuates with the seasons. It reaches its peak extent in March, near the end of Northern Hemisphere winter, and its minimum extent in September, at the end of the summer thaw. In  earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Newsroom/NewImages/images.php3?img_id=17782 September 2007,  Arctic sea ice extent was the smallest area on record since satellites began collecting measurements about 30 years ago.</P>  <P>Although a cold winter allowed sea ice to re-cover much of the Arctic in the months that followed, this pair of images reveals that conditions were far from normal. The February 2008 ice pack (right) contained much more young ice than the long-term average (left). In the past, more ice survived the summer melt season and had the chance to thicken over the following winter. This perennial ice generally gets thicker each winter, which makes it more likely to survive the next summer.</P>  <P>The area and thickness of sea ice that survives the summer has been declining over the past decade. Whereas perennial ice used to cover 50-60 percent of the Arctic, it covered less than 30 percent in 2008--down 10 percent from 2007. The ice that remains is also getting younger. In the mid- to late 1980s, over 20 percent of Arctic sea ice was at least six years old; in February 2008, just 6 percent of the ice was six years old or older.</P>  <P>Independent of human-caused global warming, the extent and thickness of Arctic sea ice can vary as a result of natural ocean and atmospheric cycles. One important cycle is the  nsidc.org/arcticmet/patterns/arctic_oscillation.html Arctic Oscillation,  which seesaws between a positive and negative phase over three-to-seven-year periods. During the positive phase, persistent lower than normal atmospheric pressure over the polar latitudes steers winds and storms away from the Arctic; winds tend to flush sea ice out of the Arctic basin to lower latitudes, where it melts. In the negative phase of the oscillation, persistent higher than normal pressure over the pole brings winds and storms toward the Arctic basin, and keeps sea ice circulating within the Arctic, allowing the ice to build up.</P>  <P>According to polar scientist Walt Meier of the National Snow and Ice Data Center, sea ice extent did go up and down with the phases of the Arctic Oscillation throughout much of the 1970s and through the mid-1980s. Since the 1990s, however, human-caused global warming appears to be driving the losses of perennial sea ice. For the past ten years or so, the Arctic Oscillation has been mostly neutral or negative, says Meier, but sea ice has continued on a downward slide.</P>  <ul class=''references      <li class=''head References</li>     <li> earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Newsroom/NasaNews/2008/2008031826359.html Researchers Say Arctic Sea Ice Still at Risk Despite Cold Winter. </li> </ul><P>NASA image by Robert Simmon, based on data from Charles Fowler, James Maslanik, Sheldon Drobot, and William Emery,  ccar.colorado.edu/arifs/ Arctic Regional Ice Forecasting System,  University of Colorado-Boulder. Caption by Rebecca Lindsey.
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